This book is essentially a collection of essays on Shakespeare; divided into three sections, it explores different aspects of the plays from varying points of view, without pursuing an overall argument. The first and longest section is devoted to what is by now a quite familiar analysis of the evils of European oppressiveness from a materialist, postcolonial angle (e.g., racism and erasure in Othello, the Jew as scapegoat in Merchant of Venice, Caliban and, surprisingly, Ariel as oppressed slaves). The second section treats three tragedies in relation to memory and the evocation of the past. The third, consisting of two essays on violence, doesn't seem to me to have a thematic core, although the murder and maimed bodies that Cohen treats in these chapters have links to his concern with scapegoating and his use of René Girard's theory of the relation between violence and the sacred, which is in evidence through much of the book.
I found the second section, in which Cohen turns his attention to memory and the past, the most engaging. He begins with Othello, and its hero's construction of himself in terms of his past. The essay traces Othello's 'self-representations' through reiteration and performance of remembered experience, emphasizing the 'fragility' of those memorial moments and, by extension, the fragility of his present existence. A strong sensitivity to the power of memory animates Cohen's discussion of Othello, whose tragedy is described as that of a 'man whose active, vivid memory of the past has devoured his present and future.' The second of these memory essays notes that King Lear, despite its evocation of the 'primitive,' provides very little sense of the past life of its major figures. Shakespeare, Cohen argues, constructs a movement for Lear himself that takes him from a place of forgetting to a sense of the 'cohesion of ... past time' with the present, so that the two 'conform to and confirm each other.' The third chapter in this section, on Macbeth, is, for me, less convincing. Cohen states emphatically that there are 'remarkably few specific memory references to a time earlier than the events of the play,' and claims that the 'very first reference to any life experience prior to the beginning of the play' is Malcolm's report on the death of Cawdor (1.4.3-11); but this is incorrect. While the witches get things started by chanting about what will occur (the play, after all, is dominantly about the future not the past, about prediction, prophecy, and consequence), the second scene is devoted almost entirely to pre-play action (the descriptions of Macbeth's exploits and Cawdor's betrayal), and the third scene begins with the witches gossiping about their own past trickery. Later in that same scene we hear again of Cawdor's past treachery. Indeed, the whole dynamic of the play is constructed out of the interpenetration of past and future expressed concisely by Macbeth's lines about what has already been told serving as 'prologues to the swelling act' of what's to come. Nevertheless, Cohen's fluid approach in this whole section provides a welcome respite from the rather too ideologically rigid and predictable readings in the first section. In all three of these chapters, there are valuable excursions into the language and epistemology of the plays.
The last part of the book turns from close analysis of single plays to surveys of several plays. Though it offers some interesting perspectives on such features as hired assassins and the prevalence of disgust at bodily mutilation, it is a bit disappointing, since it fails to bring the book to a full conclusion. While the first two sections, even if they feel like parts of two different books, hold together as units, the last two chapters seem more like separate essays brought in to swell the manuscript to book length. In the final chapter, Cohen's reading of broken bodies is unflinching in its depiction of on-and off-stage violence, but I would like to have seen as well some consideration of the difference produced by the very fact that these scenes are staged. Cohen writes as though he were describing real people undergoing real mutilation but what effect is generated by our dual consciousness, our sense that these events are both real and unreal?
Overall, then, my response is a mixed one. I like the committed tone and the interpretive seriousness, but it is the chapters where these combine with a dialectical and nuanced critical address that I find the most profitable. ( 
